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ABSTRACT 
Although Percy Bysshe Shelley has been recognized for his use of the 
Wandering Jew, critics have failed to produce a definitive work examining how this 
biblical legend figures into an understanding of the poet's changing world views. 
Since a comprehensive analysis was lacking, I studied Shelley's treatment of the 
Wandering Jew in each work that included the character to determine whether or 
not a relationship existed between Shelley's management of the figure and the 
poet's world beliefs. This thesis records the results of that study. 
In his earliest works involving the Wandering Jew--those written between 
1810-1812--Shelley's treatment of the Wandering Jew suggests that he was not 
only uncertain about how this strange biblical and literary figure fit into his works, 
but also that the Wandering was symptomatic of his own changing, unconventional 
convictions at this time. Later works including the Wandering Jew--those 
composed between 1813-1814--depict Ahasuerus as an impious and irreverent 
rebel, one battling organized religion and political despotism. However, the 
Wandering Jew appearing in Shelley's final works--those produced between 1819-
1821--suggest the poet's contempt of religious institutions and political systems 
has once again changed. In light of the Wandering Jew's transformation over the 
span of Shelley's literary career, I have concluded that the Wandering Jew 
embodies Shelley's religious, political and social views and that by tracing the 
Wandering Jew's transformation in Shelley's works, readers are better able to trace 
his development as poet and thinker. 
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Introduction 
Throughout Percy Bysshe Shelley's literary career, the figure of the biblical 
Ahasuerus, the Wandering Jew, has played a prominent, yet under-appreciated 
role, in many of his works. From 1810-1821, in fact, nine of Shelley's creative 
endeavors, consisting of prose, poetry and drama, have included the legend in 
some way. During this eleven-year period, Shelley transformed the traditionally 
battered and down-trodden Ahasuerus into a complex character, one who 
embodied the poet's political, social and religious views. Yet the Wandering Jew 
was not simply a literary device or a one-dimensional prop; rather, to examine the 
Wandering Jew's gradual transformation in Shelley's body of work is to trace 
Shelley's own struggle with, and attitude towards, religion, government and 
humanity. The Wandering Jew provides readers with the means to understand 
Shelley's concept and critique of religion, his disdain for political despotism, and 
his hope for society's rebirth. 
Since Shelley's death in 1822, many critics and scholars have recognized 
the impact the Wandering Jew had on him. Eino Railo says that Ahasuerus was 
a catalyst for Shelley, a figure who "was reflected in his thoughts even after he had 
left behind him the childish romanticism of his youth" (203). W.E. Peck writes that 
the Wandering Jew character "was to have during [Shelley's] entire life the most 
singular fascination" for him (1 :37). Another biographer, Edward Dowden, states 
how the Wandering Jew, this "strange Christian legend[,] ... haunted Shelley's 
imagination for many years" (20). Similarly, editor George Edward Woodberry 
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notes how Ahasuerus 11was a permanent imaginative motive for Shelley11 (1), while 
critic Kenneth Neill Cameron writes that Ahasuerus 11had a considerable influence 
on Shelley11 (Young 312). 
Unfortunately, such generic and sweeping statements like these often are 
all that is said about the subject. Critics have not sufficiently explored how this 
mysterious figure fits into an understanding of Shelley's thought because they have 
often seen or interpreted the Wandering Jew's influence on Shelley as a phantom 
of the poet's mind or the fleeting spirit of prose. Additionally, critics simply study 
how the Wandering Jew is treated in each separate text. But to understand 
Shelley's development, it is necessary to see the Wandering Jew as a steadfast 
constant, one included in a number of texts: 11Ghasta, or the Avenging Demon 11 
(1810), 11The Wandering Jew's Soliloquy11 (1810?), The Wandering Jew (1810), 
Zastrozzi (1810), St. lrvyne. or The Rosicrucian (1811), Queen Mab (1813), 
Assassins (1814), Alaster (1816), Prometheus Unbound (1819) and Hellas (1821). 
Regarded individually, these works depict the Wandering Jew as a literary device 
at best; but when analyzed together illustrate Shelley's transforming attitudes about 
religion, government and humanity. 
In my thesis, therefore, I will examine the Wandering Jew in Shelley's work 
in relation to his religious and social development as a poet. Chapter one will 
focus on Shelley's initial fascination with the Wandering Jew, how he was 
introduced to the legend, and how his treatment of the figure in his earliest 
endeavors (those works between 1810-1811) reflects a poet struggling with the 
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burden of conformity to orthodox religion. Building on this background, chapter 
two profiles Queen Mab while highlighting Assassins and Alaster. In Queen Mab, 
Shelley's depiction of the Wandering Jew as a martyr, battling a vengeful and 
wrathful Old Testament God, mirrors his own belief that he was a liberator fighting 
for humanity's freedom. Moreover, the Wandering Jew not only exposes the 
wickedness of organized religion, but he also becomes the model for people to 
pattern their lives after. In Assassins, a fragmentary romance Shelley never 
completed, the Wandering Jew has developed into an agent possessing 
Promethean-like qualities. His transformation from a relentless and indignant 
revolutionary into a prototype for human behavior represents not only the limitless 
possibilities this character provides Shelley, but also depicts Shelley's evolving 
attitudes. With Alaster, a complex work chronicling the travels of a Wandering Jew 
type character, Shelley explores the injurious nature of personal grief and anguish 
uncontrolled. Shelley wants readers to see that for humankind to reconstruct a 
new society based on brotherhood and fellowship, it is necessary for individuals 
to master their potentially destructive desires. 
The third and final chapter concentrates on Hellas and Prometheus 
Unbound, works where once again the Wandering Jew's role has changed. In 
Hellas, for instance, the Wandering Jew is the tool that ultimately destroys 
Mahmud's desire to continue his evil campaign against the rebel Greeks. When 
examined together, Hellas and Prometheus Unbound suggest that Shelley was 
seriously reconsidering whether religion and government were in fact the ills 
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plaguing humanity. Both works also indicate that Shelley may have settled his 
dispute with Christ and God, figures the poet detested early on in life. 
Realizing that an undeniable link between Shelley's developing world views 
and his handling of the Wandering Jew is an important addition to Shelley studies. 
This connection allows readers, critics and biographers to better understand 
Shelley's purpose in these works, to better comprehend Shelley's personal attitude 
towards religion, government and humanity, and to better recognize how Shelley's 
complex views were always changing. The Wandering Jew is an essential part of 
Shelley's work, a mechanism that, when discussed in depth, helps make sense of 
the poet's shifting views and beliefs. 
Chapter One 
Discovering Ahasuerus: Shelley's Early Fascination, Introduction and 
Employment of the Wandering Jew 
Shelley was familiar with the legend of the Wandering Jew in several ways, one 
being the biblical references made to Ahasuerus in Genesis and in John. Shelley 
was also introduced to the Wandering Jew legend through his reading of Matthew 
Gregory Lewis's The Monk and William Godwin's St. Leon (Anderson 177-82). 
Lastly, Shelley was well acquainted with the figure through his reading of Christian 
Friedrich Daniel Schubart's poem, 11Der ewige Jude11 (1783). These two novels, as 
well as Schubart's translated poem, form the foundation for Shelley's treatment of 
the Wandering Jew. Moreover, when Shelley begins his first literary endeavors 
concerning the Wandering Jew legend, he mirrors the portrait painted by his 
contemporaries, suggesting Shelley himself was struggling for a clearly defined 
concept of the figure. 
Shelley was probably familiar with the Wandering Jew concept via particular 
stories from the Bible, a text he knew well. Roxana Klapper observes, for instance, 
how in Genesis, Cain's punishment for slaying Abel includes wandering the face 
of the earth alone and bitter (58). God says to Cain, 11When you cultivate the 
ground, it shall no longer yield its strength to you; you shall be a vagrant and a 
wanderer on the earth 11 ( 4.12). Klapper further speculates that 11A prototype for the 
Wandering Jew may have been the Warrior Malchus, the high priest's servant 
whose ear the apostle Peter cut off11 (58). She and other scholars rely on the 
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passage, "Simon Peter therefore having a sword drew it, and struck the priest's 
slave, and cut off his right ear; and the slave's name was Malchus" (John 18.1 O). 
Malchus may be the guard, then, who, during Christ's interrogation, "struck Jesus 
with the palm of his hand, saying, 'Answerest thou the high priest so?'" (John 
18.22). Moreover, Cain and Malchus are important because they may be the 
origins of the Wandering Jew legend. Cain's curse to wander the earth a shamed 
and disgraced man, coupled with Malchus's blasphemy and irreverence, are traits 
that the Wandering Jew also possesses. 
Although Shelley used the Wandering Jew figure more than any other poet 
past or present, he was not the only English writer of the early nineteenth century 
impressed by the Wandering Jew legend, since several of Shelley's 
contemporaries also used the figure. In Matthew Gregory Lewis's novel The Monk 
(1796), for instance, the Wandering Jew appears in the work's climatic scene with 
an expression of "fury, despair, ... and malevolence," and whose "commanding 
tone" eventually drives away the vampire draining the life of the protagonist ( 134). 
William Godwin's St. Leon (1799), on the other hand, does not mention the 
Wandering Jew by name, but instead incorporates his trademark characteristic of 
suffering and condemnation by the hands of the Church. As George K. Anderson 
notes, the hero of St. Leon, like the Wandering Jew, "was a rebel under constant 
threat of restraint by Church and state, and therefore a wanderer of a sort" (181 ). 
Robert Southey's epic The Curse of Kehama (1810) is another work involving the 
Wandering Jew legend. Like Godwin's St. Leon, Southey's work does not mention 
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Ahasuerus specifically, but instead features a character, who, like the Wandering 
Jew, is damned with a punishment of eternal wandering and suffering. 
Most of Shelley's introduction to the Wandering Jew legend, however, came 
from 11the translation of some German work11 he supposedly found in Lincoln's Inn 
Field (Works 1 :318). Scholars agree that the German fragment Shelley spoke of 
was Christian Friedrich Daniel Schubart's 11Der ewige Jude" {1783), which 11is 
essentially a complaint of the Wandering Jew11 (Anderson 172). The theme of the 
poem is the bitterness Ahasuerus feels towards God, and his lamentation over his 
inability to find death. Schubart's work was the first literary opportunity the 
Wandering Jew had to tell his side of the story, forever changing how readers 
viewed this strange figure. Instead of condemning him, people could only 
sympathize with the misunderstood and ill-treated character; his suffering was 
caused by a tyrannical God, one unable to forgive or pity. 
Yet where Shelley found this translation is still debated. Some researchers 
feel it was copied from the German Museum (1801), a periodical concerned with 
German literature and society. Others believe that the version resembles the one 
found in La Belle Assemble (1809), a periodical focusing on literature and fashion, 
while still others argue that the source of the translation "is still a mystery" (Klapper 
75). Although it is only a moot point where the fragment Shelley uses originated 
from, the impact it had on him is immeasurable. As Newman Ivey White notes, 
11The history of this wind-blown scrap of soiled paper illustrates the peculiar tenacity 
of Shelley's mind where his favorite interests were concerned" (Shelley 1 :581). 
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Despite the apocalyptic nature of Shelley's discovery of the German work, 
what is certain is that the Wandering Jew first appeared in Shelley's work in 1810. 
From 1810-1812, Shelley incorporated the legend in five separate literary texts, 
consisting of the two novels Zastrozzi (1810) and St. lrvyne. or The Rosicrucian 
(1810-1812), and the three poems the "The Wandering Jew's Soliloquy" (1810-
1812?), The Wandering Jew (1810) and "Ghasta, or The Avenging Demon" (1810). 
These early works reflect Shelley's dependence on Schubart's, Lewis's, and 
Godwin's treatment of the Wandering Jew, and Shelley deviates little from their 
perspectives. But Shelley's views on religion during this early stage of his career 
becomes clear after examining those works including Ahasuerus. Furthermore, an 
analysis of these early endeavors uncovers issues about Shelley's attitudes on 
religion throughout his career. 
Regarding Shelley's earliest works using the Wandering Jew, Ellsworth 
Barnard writes that it is "unwise to take too seriously any statements of doctrine" 
within the endeavors, and that they were written "with no other purpose than to 
catch the eye of the public and cater to the taste of the time" (20). White argues 
that these early works are "bromicide and confused," specifically noting how 
Shelley's treatment of the Wandering Jew "is without real passion" (Portrait 27). 
Barnard and White's criticism of these early works, however, applies to only three 
of the five works. The two novels and the poem 11Ghasta11 are poorly written Gothic 
romances, works Shelley later described as "uncharacteristic of me as now I am11 
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(Works 7:239), and written during a period of his life when he was in a 11state of 
intellectual sickness and lethargy11 (Works 7:287). 
Additionally, there is no evidence in any of the three works suggesting 
Shelley was critical of Christianity at this time. Both novels, in fact, include 11a 
number of passages indicating perfect orthodoxy11 (Barnard 19). In Zastrozzi, for 
instance, while a captive in a dungeon, the novel's hero 11addressed a prayer to his 
Creator--to Him who hears a suppliant from the bowels of the earth. His 
[Verezzi's] thoughts were elevated to above terrestrial enjoyments ... 11 (Works 
7:7-8). Later, after the villain Zastrozzi has 11sophistically argued11 (47) in defense 
of atheism, Shelley writes how Zastrozzi's 11soul, deadened by crime, could only 
entertain confused ideas of immortal happiness; for in proportion as human nature 
departs from virtue, so far are they also from being able clearly to contemplate the 
wonderful operations, the mysterious ways of Providence11 (7-8). 
Furthermore, none of the three works specifically involved the Wandering 
Jew; instead, they include characters with Ahasuerus-like qualities. Anderson, 
author of The Legend of the Wandering Jew, provides the basic characteristics 
and traits of the figure, most notably Ahasuerus's 11eternal, tedious punishment11 to 
walk alone on the face of the earth until Christ's Second Coming (2). Likewise, 
Anderson states how the Wandering Jew is traditionally portrayed as remorseful 
and penitent after his crime, which was to forbid 11Jesus to drink from a nearby 
horse trough during the agonizing march to Calvary, but pointed instead to some 
water in a hoofprint and observed that it was good enough for such an enemy of 
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Moses11 (5), since afterwards he travelled the world witnessing to the power and 
supremacy of Christ. There is also the custom of the scar on the forehead of 
Ahasuerus, a stigma representative of the mark placed by God on Cain after he 
murdered his brother (Anderson 2). 
One can see in Shelley's Zastrozzi, St. lrvyne and 11Ghasta11 these 
reoccurring stereotypes. In 11Ghasta,11 for instance, the principal figure has a 
burning Cross on his forehead, the blight widely accepted as belonging to the 
Wandering Jew. Both novels also include the prevalent motif of the discouraged 
wanderer not only suffering because of his curse to live forever, but also his desire 
to die. All three works limit the Wandering Jew's presence, and he can therefore 
be seen as another device in the Gothic tradition. Like an eerie and gloomy castle 
with a labyrinth of secret passages, the Wandering Jew's role in these three works 
is for effect only. It would appear that during the composition of these works, 
then, Shelley was not concerned with a serious interpretation of the Wandering 
Jew. Shelley, like his contemporaries, saw the Wandering Jew as an established 
Gothic convention, one that could help him enter the literary landscape of the early 
1800's. 
Yet Barnard and White's claim that all the works during this early stage of 
Shelley's career are juvenile, immature and shallow does not apply to The 
Wandering Jew and 11The Wandering Jew's Soliloquy.11 Both works demonstrate 
Shelley is a more mature poet, one who is beginning to consider seriously his task 
as a social thinker; one who is forming opinions and suspicions regarding 
Landrus 11 
organized religions and governments; and one who is recognizing the importance 
of the Wandering Jew as the perfectly adaptable vehicle capable of expressing the 
poet's convictions. Although both poems rely heavily on Schubart's 11 Der ewige 
Jude 11 (a detail warranting discussion), they are important because in them Shelley 
is blatantly critical of Christianity, the first time he has done so in his fiction. 
Started in the spring of 1810 and not ready for publication until August 
1811, The Wandering Jew was Shelley's 11first attempt at a full length poem, and 
one which he regarded with considerable seriousness11 (Cameron, Young, 34). 
The poem, which is in four cantos, is a romance focusing on Paulo (the Wandering 
Jew). The Wandering Jew falls in love with Rosa, a woman he saves the moment 
before she takes the vows permanently committing her to the Church. In Canto 
Ill the Wandering Jew reveals to Rosa his true identity and the painful history of his 
life. He explains to Rosa how he is cursed to live forever because he turned Christ 
away at his door. The Wandering Jew says: 
'Twas on that day, as borne along 
To slaughter by the insulting throng, 
Infuriate for Deicide, 
I mocked our Savior, and I cried, 
11Go, Go. 11 11Ah! I will go, 11 said he, 
11Where scenes of endless bliss invite; 
To the blest regions of the light 
I go, but thou shalt here remain--
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Thou diest not till I come again!" (3.581-89} 
The poem ends "rather obscurely" in Canto IV, however, with Rosa dying from 
some "potent drug" originally intended to kill the Wandering Jew (Young, Cameron, 
35). 
The plot of The Wandering Jew is similar to Lewis's The Monk in that Don 
Raymond also attempts to save his beloved Agnes from binding herself 
permanently to the Church (Klapper 76). Yet the poem is most patterned after 
Schubart's "Der ewige Jude." Like Schubart's work, Shelley's poem chronicles 
Ahasuerus's many failed suicide attempts. In fact, Shelley appears merely to 
paraphrase Schubart's poem. Schubart writes, "From cloud-surrounded cliffs I 
plunged I Down into the sea; but whirling waves I Rolled me onto the shore, and 
the I Flaming arrow of existence pierced me again" ( 43-46). Compare those lines 
to a passage from The Wandering Jew and the parallels are unmistakable: 
I have cast myself from the mountain's height, 
Above was day--below was night 
The yawning ocean opening wide, 
Received me in its vast abyss, 
And whelm'd me in its foaming tide. 
Though my astounded senses fled, 
Yet did the spark of life remain. (3.739-40, 3.752-56} 
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But the similarity between Shelley's poem and Schubart's poem is not an 
accident. Shelley wanted The Wandering Jew to mirror 11Der ewige Jude. 11 In a 
footnote to the work, Shelley writes, 111 have endeavored to deviate as little as 
possible from the extreme sublimity of idea which the style of the German author, 
which this is a translation, so forcibly impresses11 (Works 5:376). Like Schubart, 
Shelley focuses on Ahasuerus's desire to die and his inability to do so. Shelley 
also portrays Ahasuerus as a rather pitiful character, one whose rebel spirit to 
endure has been extinguished. In The Wandering Jew, then, it appears the 
vengeful Father has won, because by the end of the poem Ahasuerus remains 
physically desolate and emotionally bankrupt. But Shelley cannot be condemned 
for his admittedly blatant plagiarizing of the Schubart text, for it not only 
demonstrates that Shelley was curious about the Wandering Jew's story, but also 
that he had not yet formed a clearly defined concept of the Wandering Jew for 
himself. Shelley mirrors Schubart's interpretation of Ahasuerus because he is still 
struggling with how this figure fits into his work. 
In 11The Wandering Jew's Soliloquy, 11 however, Shelley has altered the 
Wandering Jew's personal outlook on his desolate plight. The poem, like The 
Wandering Jew, is modeled after the 11Der ewige Jude11 script; for instance, like 
Schubart, Shelley regards immortality not as a boon but a curse (Klapper 87). 
Also, there is reference again made to Ahasuerus's desire to die: 11Drink deeply, 
drain the cup of hate, remit! ... Then I I may die! 11 (29-30). But instead of a 
submissive, sulking victim waiting for the comfort death will bring, Shelley portrays 
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Ahasuerus as a true rebel, one who has clearly been wronged by a merciless God. 
As Klapper notes, the Wandering Jew 11boldly questions God's right to arrest the 
wheels of fate and damn him to everlasting life11 (86). Ahasuerus cries, 11 ls it the 
Eternal Triune, is it He I Who dares arrest the wheels of destiny I And plunge me 
in this lowest Hell of Hells?11 (1-3). Additionally, Shelley omits the reason for the 
curse, which implies the Wandering Jew is an innocent victim wrongly condemned 
by God. The Wandering Jew even appears to taunt God, daring the tyrannical 
Father to annihilate him. Ahasuerus calls God the 11Tyrant of Earth! Pale Misery's 
jackal11 (11), daring the Father to destroy him like the countless other victims 
sacrificed through out the ages: 
Where is the noonday Pestilence that slew 
The myriad sons of Israel's favored nation? 
Where is the destroying Minister that flew 
Pouring the fiery tide of desolation 
Upon the leagued Assyrian's attempt? 
Where is the dark Earthquake-daemon who engorged 
At thy dread word Korah's unconscious crew? 
Or the Angel's two-edged sword of fire that urged 
Our principal parents from their bower of bliss 
(Reared by Thine hand} for errors not their own 
By Thine omniscient mind foredoomed, foreknown? (16-26) 
L 
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Thus, in the 11Soliloquy, 11 Shelley portrays God as a tyrannical Supreme 
Being, one who purposely makes the guiltless suffer. But if The Wandering Jew 
indicates Shelley's initial fascination with Ahasuerus--albeit a copy of Schubart's 
concept--then 11Soliloquy11 can be said to illustrate Shelley's first real attempt to alter 
the traditional role of the Wandering Jew figure. Shelley has cast off the 
Wandering Jew's stereotypical trait of submissive, weak passivity and replaced it 
with a new garment of confident, self-assurance. Shelley's Wandering Jew is now 
a character questioning the Power that binds him; he is a figure fighting to be set 
free. 
Like Ahasuerus, Shelley for some time had felt like a 11bound11 martyr, one 
persecuted for his skepticism of religion. On March 25, 1810, for instance, Shelley 
was expelled from Oxford (along with his roommate and friend T.J. Hogg) for 
writing 11The Necessity of Atheism. 11 The argument of the pamphlet is simple: that 
the existence of a Supreme Being cannot be proven, since man's ability to prove 
such a contention is unnatural to the senses and to reason. 
Another incident during this period strengthened Shelley's conviction he was 
a Wandering Jew-like victim: Shelley's engagement with Harriet Grove was 
aborted, because 11she became uneasy at the tone of his letters [regarding 
religion]" (Hogg 575). Barnard comments on this devastating occurrence, saying, 
11There could have been no surer way of strengthening Shelley's skepticism [about 
Christianity]. Having to suffer for his way of thinking only made him the more 
determined to persist in it" (21). Thus, it is not difficult to assume that Shelley felt 
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a kinship with the Wandering Jew--that he saw their plights as one and the same. 
In fact, in a letter to Thomas Hogg describing the loss of Harriet because of his 
radical beliefs, Shelley writes, 11When I pardon this last, this severest of thy 
persecutions may God (if there be a God), blast me11 (Letters, I, 35). This cry of 
anguish is almost verbatim the angry cry of Ahasuerus in the 11Soliloquy, 11 who also 
dares God to destroy him. Like the Wandering Jew, Shelley felt condemned, 
dejected and persecuted for his actions and beliefs. 
Yet it would be a mistake--not to mention premature--to try to categorize 
Shelley's views on religion solely on the basis of the anti-Christian sentiments 
illustrated in The Wandering Jew, 'The Wandering Jew's Soliloquy11 and his letters. 
Shelley's 11religion 11 is never like a statue carved from Godwinian rationalism, 
Platonism, materialism or even atheism; his belief system is never bound to a 
particular philosophy or intellectual thought. Shelley's religion is instead a gradual 
fusion of new doctrines and a constant reconsideration of old ones. Furthermore, 
though Shelley is extremely critical and suspicious of conventional Christianity, his 
works promote New Testament values such as love, forgiveness and morality. 
Because Shelley is not bound to a particular philosophy, he is able to imbibe 
certain aspects of a religion while simultaneously criticizing it. And that, in 
essence, is what makes Shelley's views on religion so fascinating--though 
complicated--and what makes the Wandering Jew such a necessary component 
in understanding Shelley's beliefs. 
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Therefore, instead of categorizing Shelley's attitudes on religion, one must 
examine issues arising from the works in an attempt to understand his evolving 
and transforming religious views. Obviously one to consider is Shelley's suspicion 
of one all-knowing, omnipotent God. Although The Wandering Jew and "Soliloquy" 
demonstrate Shelley as a poet hostile towards a vengeful God, "The Necessity of 
Atheism" is a more telling indicatim of Shelley's thought on this subject between 
1810-1812. In it, Shelley was simply trying to prove or disprove the existence of 
a Deity, for up until that point, Shelley believed the arguments for a Deity were 
terribly insufficient. Shelley was not, however, attempting to convert society to 
atheism, even though his purpose was misinterpreted and misunderstood at the 
time. Throughout his life, Shelley never believed the existence of an all-powerful 
Supreme Being, one who completely ruled over the universe, was possible. By 
1819, however, Shelley did embrace a concept of God, a Being he called the 
"Spirit of Good. 11 Additionally, in later works like Hallas (1821), there is evidence 
suggesting that Shelley may have reconciled his bitter quarrel with the Christian 
God. 
Yet it was not the idea of a God that bothered Shelley, but rather the 
oppression people inflict on other men in the name of that God. This dogmatic 
coercion was Shelley's primary criticism of the Christian God. Shelley was a poet 
whose primary motive in life was to contribute to the betterment of others; and so 
he saw religion as the force standing in his way of obtaining his objective. 
Organized religion, in Shelley's estimation, was the origin of political tyranny, war 
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and human suffering. In 11A Letter to Lord Ellenborough 11 (1812), Shelley describes 
Christianity as "bloody, 11 11barbarous 11 and 11intolerant11 (Works 5: 284-85). He felt 
those carrying the banner of religion were corrupt individuals "who do not think at 
all, a species which contains by far the major part of ... uncivilized society11 
(Works 8:50). 
Shelley never faltered in his conviction that conformist belief in an organized 
religion was the symptom of a weak, uneducated mind. Similarly, the poet was 
convinced that humanity's desolate plight was a result of the malevolence 
perpetrated by the Church and Government. Early on in his life, Shelley was 
certain this unfortunate condition could be altered, if only people would recognize 
the illogical and ill-founded ground upon which Christianity stood, and then rise up 
against that power in passive protest. This ideal is apparent in The Wandering 
Jew and "Soliloquy, 11 as well as in later works like Queen Mab. For example, 
Ahasuerus instigates change, albeit a personal change, simply by recognizing 
Christianity and God as corrupt creations by unwise men. Again, however, later 
works suggest Shelley has changed his opinion. By the time Prometheus 
Unbound and Hellas are written, Shelley realizes the solution to the riddle of evil 
cannot be solved by humanity, at least not in Shelley's lifetime. This somewhat 
cynical awareness is a drastic shift in thinking for a poet who once believed evil 
(in the form of organized religion and political despotism) "was not inevitable or 
fixed" (Bagehot 116), and could therefore be easily conquered. Shelley still 
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believes the world can change eventually, nevertheless, but only if every individual 
uses his free will and intellect to make rational, conscious choices. 
How Shelley viewed Jesus Christ is another intriguing dilemma. In earlier 
works like 11A Letter to Lord Ellenborough, 11 Shelley is suspicious of Christ's 
supposed supernatural existence. Like the imprisoned Mr. Eaton for whom the 
letter is written about, Shelley 11asserts that the scriptures were, from beginning to 
end, a fable and imposture, that the Apostles were liars and deceivers, 11 and that 
11the miracles, the resurrection, and ascension of Jesus Christ" were fallacies 
~orks 5: 287). 
Yet in later works, specifically Prometheus Unbound and Hellas, Shelley's 
views appear to change. Christ is portrayed as a benevolent and kind teacher, 
one whose teachings of love and forgiveness have been twisted by greedy and 
corrupt men. As Bryan Shelley notes, 11The Jesus that Shelley reconstructs is 
... like an eighteenth-century philosopher of moral sentiments, 11 a peace-maker 
with 11a mild disposition11 {57). 
Shelley was not only critical of organized religion, for he also targeted 
corrupt and inhumane governments (although he believed the ills created by 
political institutions were the direct result of religion's wrong doings). Many of his 
early world views are similar to those expressed in William Godwin's Political 
Justice (1793) and Thomas Paine's The Age of Reason (1794). Both works had 
a significant impact on Shelley's views, and many of his works, particularly Queen 
Mab, reflect their influence. Briefly, both works influence Shelley's belief that 
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mankind is perfectible and capable of existing in a peaceful society without 
religion, and that government was originally created to be the servant to society, 
but over time, the roles had been reversed, and now society was the slave to 
government (Cameron 59). Yet even some of these convictions Shelley 
abandoned, namely Godwin's philosophy on the necessity of sensation as a 
foundation for reason. 
It is apparent that Shelley's views on religion and government were 
constantly evolving, and that it would be difficult to produce well-defined stages of 
his development as a poet and a philosopher. Shelley's attitudes toward God, 
organized religion, humanity, Jesus Christ and government all fluctuate and 
change. That is why the Wandering Jew is imperative in a discussion regarding 
Shelley's views. One can see, for instance, how Shelley's treatment of Ahasuerus 
in The Wandering Jew mirrors his skepticism towards Christianity and his 
conviction that he too is a victim of religious tyranny. Shelley's reliance on 
Schubart's interpretation of the Wandering Jew for these two poems also suggests 
Shelley's not yet formed a clearly defined concept of the figure. 
Between 1813-1816, Shelley incorporates the Wandering Jew in three 
literary endeavors, including Queen Mab, Assassins and Alaster. By this time in 
his life, Shelley's skeptical speculation regarding organized religion and political 
machines have been solidified. He is now certain that Christianity is a greedy, 
blood-thirsty creation and that governments have made slaves of the people they 
are supposed to serve. In Queen Mab, Shelley manifests his hostility not only 
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through the magical fairy Mab or the innocent Ianthe, but also through the 
convincing persona of the Wandering Jew. He is belligerent, indignant and 
blasphemous towards God, and his retelling of his own persecution at Christ's 
crucifixion forces readers to reconsider who the real victim was. But the 
Wandering Jew does more than expose these corrupt institutions through his 
riveting testimony. He becomes the prototype for humanity because he 
transcends the need for God or religion. Shelley still believed during this period 
that humans could evoke a significant change in the world, simply by renouncing 
the powers that religion and government held over them. Shelley wants readers 
to realize that a new existence is obtainable through determined, yet passive 
resistance. He wants people to relish the victorious qualities that Ahasuerus 
demonstrates. 
In his last two works involving the Wandering Jew, Prometheus Unbound 
and Hellas, it appears Shelley has reconsidered convictions that just a few years 
earlier he had deemed unalterable: most notably, that humanity can name evil 
(religion and government), and can therefore immediately change the bleak world 
into a peaceful, utopian society. Prometheus Unbound embodies this ideal 
perfectly. Prometheus, a character who not only exhibits Ahasuerus-like qualities, 
but also who is the Wandering Jew renamed, uses free will to break free from the 
chains of grief and anguish. In addition, he uses free will to choose to be 
indifferent towards the humans he cares so much for. His indifference is his 
salvation. If the world is to be regenerated, it must be done only through the 
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rational choices each person makes. Regardless of how much Prometheus, or 




Queen Mab: Exposing the Tyranny of Religion and Government 
By the time Queen Mab was published in 1813, Shelley realized 11that the 
main development in his life . . . was the transformation from an ivory tower 
romanticism to a consciousness of social problems and duties11 (Cameron, Young, 
27). Queen Mab not only reflects Shelley at his most hostile point, but also the 
poet at his most hopeful point: hostile towards orthodox Christianity and 
government, yet hopeful that the world could and would be changed. Shelley had 
refined many of his views on religion; most notably his skepticism towards 
established Christianity had developed into a passionately professed disdain for 
it. Shelley now openly condemned the superstitious nature of Christianity, and he 
boldly faulted it for the demoralization of the human intellect. He could not 
comprehend why people would put faith in an all-powerful God, who is by 
convention false, cruel and jealous, and who 11seems to strain and weaken every 
fiber in the fabric of human society11 (Barnard 32). One of Shelley's key goals in 
writing Queen Mab, then, is to expose this obvious irrationality. 
In a letter to Thomas Hookam, Shelley describes the subjects of Queen 
Mab: 11The Past, the Present, and the Future are the grand and comprehensive 
topics of this poem 11 Works 9: 18). The past, in Shelley's estimation, has been 
distorted because of religion's fraudulent influence. The Bible, for example, is not 
a reliable text to base history on, for 11the Apostles' testimony has been tainted by 
the ages11 (Beebe 106). Shelley, like other radical thinkers of the nineteenth-
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century, began 11to read the Bible primarily in narrative and dramatic terms 11 
(Prickett 215). Greatly influenced by Paine's The Age of Reason, Shelley believed 
that Christianity's doctrines are based solely on heresy, lies and idolatry, and that 
Christianity was a power which not only allowed corruption and wrong-doing to 
flourish, but also covertly accommodated such activities. In Queen Mab, therefore, 
Shelley intends on setting the record straight about the history of the world, 
specifically what destructive part religion played in it. Obviously in Shelley's 
reconstruction of the past, Christianity would be exposed for what he thought it is: 
indulgent, fraudulent and unnatural. 
Of course, if the past has been tainted from the beginning by religion, then 
the present will bear the scars. Shelley illustrates, for instance, how the blood-
thirsty tyrants and self-serving monarchs of today grew out of Christianity's 
unsupported, superstitious doctrines. Despotism flourishes because people 
ceased to think and act logically. Instead of using their rational minds and free will 
to make sound, morally conscious decisions, people put their trust in a God 
whose rules lack authenticity or sufficient evidence. The result is a corrupt and 
unjust world, where greedy aristocrats feed off of the misery and misfortune of 
others. In a letter to Hookam, for example, Shelley wrote: 
Lawyers of unexampled villainy rule and grind the poor whilst they 
cheat the rich; the peasants are mere serfs and are fed and lodged 
worse than pigs, the gentry have all the ferocity and despotism of the 
ancient barons without their dignity and chivalric disdain of shame or 
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danger. The poor are as abject as Samoyads, the rich as tyrannic 
as Bashaws. (Works 9: 29) 
Shelley's view of the present in Queen Mab is obviously bleak. He wants readers 
to recognize that the ills plaguing society--poverty, disease and injustice--are all 
results of Christianity's strangle-hold on humanity. 
But if Shelley's portrait of the present is grim and depressing, his prediction 
for the future is equally hopeful and optimistic. Despite Christianity's unnatural 
doctrines and countless misdeeds, humanity can and will change. Shelley is 
confident that once humanity recognizes Christianity as deceitful, improper and 
lawless, it will then be able to transform society into a peaceful society. Yet 
readers would need someone to emulate; someone who could prove the need for 
God or organized religion was not necessary. Enter the Wandering Jew. Shelley 
portrays the legendary figure as not only blasphemous and indignant towards 
God, but also accepting of his curse to live forever. Furthermore, Ahasuerus 
becomes the prototype for humanity, because he is triumphant over God's 
seemingly all-encompassing, omnipotent rule. Shelley wants readers to savor the 
Wandering Jew's victory over God, so they too can become free. If people will 
use non-violent resistance, their natural intellect and free will--like Ahasuerus--they 
can ultimately change the world. 
In Queen Mab, Shelley makes the Wandering Jew the most important 
character in the poem. He is, like the fairy Queen Mab (the spirit Ianthe's guide), 
a figure all-knowing and all-seeing. The Wandering Jew is also blasphemous, 
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indignant and belligerent towards God, much like the Wandering Jew that appears 
in The Wandering Jew and 11The Wandering Jew's Soliloquy. 11 But in Queen Mab, 
Ahasuerus is more than a woeful, pitiful character, one ranting angrily over his 
curse to live forever. Rather, the Wandering Jew becomes the model for humanity 
because he transcends the need for God, Christianity, or the divine forgiveness for 
which God wants him to beg. The Wandering Jew becomes the symbolic solution 
for the ills of society caused and perpetrated by organized religion. He becomes 
truly a free soul despite his curse to live until Christ's second coming. 
Unlike the Ahasuerus depicted in earlier works, who simply is a figure angry 
with God over his curse, the Ahasuerus of Queen Mab is a strikingly complex 
character. Shelley describes the Wandering Jew as resembling a ghost, 11a 
wondrous phantom, from the dreams I of human error dense and purblind faith 11 
(7.64-65}, and how 1His inessential figure cast no shade/ Upon the golden floor11 
(7.71-72). This detail is significant because according to folklore, only supernatural 
beings do not cast shadows (Thompson, Motif, 1038}. Anderson considers this 
point important only in that 11Shelley employs it [making Ahasuerus a spirit] for 
descriptive and atmospheric purposes11 (184). Yet the fact Shelley purposely goes 
against previous works which depict the Wandering Jew as an earth-bound 
human, and makes him a spirit, suggests much more. Because the Wandering 
Jew has shed his earthly skin and his prison of earth's confinement, God's control 
over him is weakened. Ahasuerus must no longer witness the horrors of earth, 
wander aimlessly over the land or bow down to a tyrannical God. Instead, by 
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Shelley's hand, the Wandering Jew is able to roam the universe without fear of 
persecution or retribution. Ahasuerus can even be seen as a deity himself, a god 
equal to the Christians' God: he cannot be killed since the curse against him 
stipulates he must live until Christ returns, and since he is now a spirit, one with 
knowledge and experience, the Wandering Jew can be an asset to mankind (a 
Promethean-like figure). 
In addition, the Wandering Jew possesses the same powers of forecasting 
that the fairy Mab possesses. She is described as seeing "The present and the 
past" (8.1), as well as knowing "The secrets of the future" (8.3). Mab is Ianthe's 
guide, the child-spirit who denounces Christianity and political despotism and who 
will one day be the foot-soldier during the world's regeneration. It is Mab's 
responsibility to show Ianthe all the misery and suffering Christianity has caused 
through the ages. For instance, as Cameron notes, Cantos I and II show the ruins 
of past civilizations; Canto Ill emphasizes the ruthlessness and villainy of 
monarchs; Canto IV deals with political tyranny; Canto V describes economic 
corruption; and Cantos VI and VII concern Christianity specifically. The final two 
cantos provide Ianthe with a view of the future, a utopian society abounding with 
peace and love (Young 242-43). The fairy Mab, then, is like a fortune teller, one 
who is able to see and foresee all events. By Shelley's design, that is what the 
Wandering Jew is capable of too. He has wandered the earth for over one 
thousand years, watching empires rise and fall, seeing monarchs come and go, 
and viewing the cycles of the universe infinitely repeated. 
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Yet the Wandering Jew is arguably more important than Queen Mab 
because he has the ability to provide the answers to the religious and political 
dilemmas that the fairy addresses. Mab notes how people initially created God so 
they would have answers to the questions baffling them. Humans were confused, 
for example, because they could not understand or explain the intricacies of 
nature. The fairy says that man stood: 
Baffled and Gloomy; then thou didst sum up 
The elements of all that thou didst know; 
The changing season's, winter's leafless reign, 
The budding of the heaven-breathing trees, 
The eternal orbs that beautify the night, 
The sun-rise, and the setting of the moon, 
Earthquakes and wars, and poisons and disease, 
And all their causes, to an abstract point, 
Converging, thou didst bend, and called it God! (6.93-102) 
But Queen Mab only presents the problem, recognizing that God is the 11prototype 
of human misrule ... and whose dread work I Hell, gapes forever for the unhappy 
slaves I Of fate, whom he created in his sport, I To triumph in their torments when 
they fell! 11 (6.105, 6.107-110). 
The Wandering Jew, on the other hand, provides specific examples of 
man's violent and 11unnatural impulses11 (7.227), all perpetrated in the name of God. 
He has, because of his curse to wander the earth for eternity, experienced these 
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tragedies first hand. Ahasuerus cries, 11Yesl I have seen God's worshippers 
unsheath /The sword of his revenge11 (7.225-26). He points out how man, 11Drunk 
from the winepress of the Almighty's wrath 11 (7.218), has massacred thousands of 
innocent victims and destroyed entire nations; and how 11friends to friends, brothers 
to brothers stood I Opposed in bloodiest battle-field 11 (7 .215-16), all in the name 
of God. 
Obviously Shelley wants readers to recognize Christianity's innate cruelty 
through the Wandering Jew's commentary. At the time of Queen Mab's 
composition, Shelley is at his most hostile point regarding Christianity, and his 
disgust and disdain over its unabashed hypocrisy is apparent. Ahasuerus, for 
instance, states how kings and monarchs are busy 11preaching peace11 but are 
actually 11practicing war11 (7.207). The Wandering Jew also notes that 11With tongues 
whose lies are venomous, beguile I The insensate mob, and, whilst one hand was 
red, /With murder feign stretch the other out I For brotherhood and peace11 (7.239-
241 ). 
Moreover, because of a dispute with his father over his beliefs, Shelley 
himself felt that he was a victim of Christianity's hypocrisy. Shelley argued that 
since his father was a professed Christian, one who accepted all of Christ's 
doctrines of forgiveness and love, he could therefore be expected to forgive his 
son's anti-Christian views. Yet because Sir Timothy was outraged over his son's 
radical criticism of Christianity, Shelley believed he was justified in condemning it. 
In a letter to his father, Shelley questioned Sir Timothy's hypocritical standards by 
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asking, 11How then can your boasted professions of Christianity appear to the 
world, since if you forgive not you can be no Christian--do not rather these 
hypocritical assumptions of the Christian character lower you in real virtue beneath 
the libertine atheist [?] 11 (Works 8: 150). 
In addition to criticizing organized religion, Shelley's Queen Mab attacks 
political corruption and tyranny. The poem's critique of government mirrors the 
sentiments expressed in Paine's Rights of Man, a work Shelley was familiar with 
by 1813. In Rights of Man, Paine refutes Burke's attack on the French Revolution, 
and advances the radical idea that England's citizens should also revolt. Like 
Shelley, Paine sees the aristocrat as a violent force destroying the nation. Paine 
writes, 11aristocracy is kept up by family tyranny and injustice11 (322), and even 
claims the children of the privileged aristocracy, the heirs to their parents' power, 
are really 11bastards and orphans11 (322) because they are born out of a 
11degenerate11 gene pool (323). 
Thus, monarchs, with its kings and queens, should not only be seen as 
immoral and unethical, but also unnatural. What is natural, however, is a 
government which serves the people, not a government that feeds off the liberty, 
independence and freedom of its countrymen. As Cameron notes in his 
summarization of Paine's work: 11society has become the servant of government; 
the specific form which this servitude has taken is that of the enslavement of the 
people by a monarch, a class of aristocrats and a reactionary church11 (Young 59). 
Shelley mirrors Paine's criticism when he stated in a letter, 11No one has yet been 
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found resolute enough in dogmatizing to deny that Nature made man equal, that 
society has destroyed the equality is a truth not more incontrovertible--lt is found 
that the vilest cottager is often happier than the proud lord of his manorial rights 11 
(Works 8: 130). 
Shelley's crusade in Queen Mab to confront and to expose government as 
a tyrannical oppressor was not the ranting of a young poet who simply wanted to 
join in on the popular discourse of protest of the day, for Shelley himself felt the 
pressure and weight of political oppression. Kelly Grimes, for instance, argues that 
Shelley was so fearful that his radical work would be suppressed and censored 
by authorities, that he purposely adopted strategies 11wherein 'dangerous' political 
and religious statements could be disguised in such a way as to hide them from 
the censorious eye of the attorney general11 (1 ). Grimes's claim certainly is credible 
considering Shelley privately printed only 250 copies of the poem, of which only 
70 were ever distributed. Shelley also went to great lengths to conceal his identity 
as the poem's author, for he removed the title page and dedication of every copy 
before giving it to friends (White, Shelley, 1: 291). Lewis M. Schwartz writes, 11The 
inflammatory political and religious views expressed in the poem and the notes 
attached to it made it a dangerous work to acknowledge, and the author took 
several precautions to conceal his identity from strangers11 (77}. At the center of 
these radical religious and political statements is the Wandering Jew, who is by 
nature a dangerous and subversive figure. Through his critique of tyranny, his 
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bold stance against oppression and his forecast of revolution, the Wandering Jew 
becomes the most out-spoken, rebellious political character in Queen Mab. 
Obviously the influence of political oppression was a serious concern for 
Shelley during this period, and in Queen Mab, Shelley addresses the question of 
combating it. Near the end of the poem, the Wandering Jew asks the spirit Ianthe 
to carry on his defiance against not only religious misrule, but also political wrong-
doing. Ahasuerus asks Ianthe if she will listen "supinely to a bigot's creed, I Or 
tamely crouch to the tyrant's rod, I Whose iron thongs are red with human gore?" 
(9.185-87). He not only prepares Ianthe for the struggle to overcome religious and 
political tyranny, but also predicts she will be successful. The Wandering Jew 
says, "thy will / Is destined an eternal war to wage I With tyranny and falsehood, 
and uproot I The germs of misery from the human heart" (9.189-92). 
Yet Ianthe cannot defeat the evil of religion and government alone. She is, 
instead, a character who embodies the potential of all individuals to do his or her 
own part to bring about a positive change in the world. More importantly, Ianthe 
is, like the rest of humanity, "perfectible." Shelley at this time was an avid reader 
of Godwin's works, specifically Political Justice: Hogg notes how Shelley, after 
reading only a few pages of Political Justice, "was thrown into a rapture" and "had 
formed his principles in a moment" (Life 1: 314). One principle in particular Shelley 
acknowledges is that man is a perfectible creature. Godwin explained the term, 
saying, "By perfectible it is not meant that he is capable of being brought to 
perfection. But the word seems sufficiently adapted to express the faculty of being 
Landrus 33 
continually made better and receiving perpetual improvement" (92). In other 
words, though humankind can never become absolutely perfect, it is in his nature 
to try to improve himself. In a letter to Elizabeth Hitchener, Shelley wrote, "Ridicule 
perfection as impossible . . . Still a strenuous tendency towards this principle, 
however unattainable, cannot be considered as wrong" (Works 8: 130). 
Furthermore, Shelley believed "the nearer society approaches towards this point 
[of perfection] the happier will it be" (Works 7: 130). 
But even though Ianthe does symbolize the ability of all people to become 
perfectible, she has been chosen by the fairy Queen Mab to see the past, present 
and future because she is the only human worthy enough to receive such a boon 
at this time. Ianthe is special because she recognizes the hypocrisy and cruelty 
of religion, for she has watched in horror how those who disbelieve in Christianity 
are persecuted for their convictions. Ianthe recalls how as a young child she saw 
an atheist burned at the stake by "The dark-robed priests" (8.3) and "the insensate 
mob" (8.10). Ianthe takes pity on the guiltless victim, crying, "His death-pang rent 
my heart! ... I ... and I wept" (8.10-11). The Wandering Jew recognizes Ianthe's 
qualities of sympathy and pathos, for he tells her: 
Thine is the hand whose piety would soothe 
The thorny pillow of unhappy crime, 
Whose impotence an easy ponder gains, 
Watching its wanderings as a friend's disease: 
Thine is the brow whose mildness would defy 
Its fiercest rage, and brave its sternest will, 
When fenced by power and master of the world. 
Earth's pride and meanness could not vanquish thee, 
And therefore art thou worthy of the boon 
Which thou hast now received. (9.193-99, 9.203-205) 
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Yet the purpose of Ianthe's trip across the cosmos and through the ages is not 
simply to reward her for her sympathy towards atheists and her natural tendency 
to love her fellow human. Rather, Queen Mab guides Ianthe on the trip with the 
hope she will teach others what she has learned. For this testimony to happen, 
Ianthe must be convinced her convictions are true, so her will can remain forever 
undaunted by persecution and criticism. This objective could not be fulfilled, if it 
were not for the Wandering Jew. It is Ahasuerus who ultimately convinces Ianthe 
of her mission, for he prepares her for the long struggle ahead, as well as 
demonstrates to her the repression of Christianity. In addition, the Wandering 
Jew's plight is similar to the murdered atheist's plight that Ianthe speaks of. Like 
the atheist, the Wandering Jew was unfairly condemned and persecuted for his 
beliefs. Ianthe naturally sympathizes with the Wandering Jew in the same way she 
did the atheist. He is, therefore, the most likely candidate to convince Ianthe of the 
severity and importance of her mission to help regenerate society. 
More importantly, the Wandering Jew becomes a prototype, a model, for 
not only Ianthe to copy, but also for the entire human race. Shelley accomplishes 
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this exemplary characterization by first establishing the Wandering Jew as a 
guiltless victim, one tormented by a vengeful God. In fact, Ahasuerus is punished 
by God simply because he asks Jesus to leave his country--a country destroyed 
by Christ's blood-thirsty followers. He says, 111 summed I The massacres and 
miseries which his name I Had sanctioned in my country, and I cried, I Go! Go! 11 
(7.176-78). For the first and only time in his endeavors involving the Wandering 
Jew, Shelley has God destroy Ahasuerus's family. He sorrowfully recalls how 11The 
mouldering relics of my kindred lay, I Even as the Almighty's ire arrested them, I 
And in their attitudes of death I My murdered children's mute and eyeless sculls 
/ Glared ghastily upon me11 (7 .188-92). God is portrayed as a heartless, cruel 
Supreme Being, one who not only punishes innocent men, but who also savagely 
murders women and children. The Wandering Jew challenges the accepted 
conceptions of the New Testament God as a benevolent, kind, forgiving Father, 
for he exposes God's real intention to "make [His] name be dreaded through the 
land" (7.120). Even the virtuous and righteous will perish, since every "burning 
flame and ceasless woe I Shall be the doom of their eternal souls" (7.121-22). 
Shelley wants readers to realize that Christianity is not what it appears to be on the 
surface, since in reality it is a religion based on lies and hypocrisy. 
Opposing this tyrannical God is the Wandering Jew. Ahasuerus's stance 
mirrors that of Satan's in Milton's Paradise Lost, for he "long learned to prefer I 
Hell's freedom to the servitude of heaven" (7.194-95). Additionally, it is the 
Wandering Jew, not God, who is benevolent, forgiving and peaceful. Despite all 
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the horrors inflicted upon him by a hateful God, Ahasuerus's spirit refuses to be 
broken. He tells Ianthe: 
Thus have I stood,--through a wild waste of years 
Struggling with whirlwinds of mad agony, 
Yet peaceful, and serene, and self-enshrined, 
Mocking my powerless tyrant's horrible curse 
With stubborn and unalterable will, 
Even as a giant oak, which heaven's fierce flame 
Had scathed in the wilderness, to stand 
A monument of fadeless ruin there; 
Yet peacefully and movelessly it braves 
The midnight conflict of the wintry storm. (7.256-63) 
Shelley purposely places the Wandering Jew's subdued nature in direct 
opposition to God's vengeful actions. Regardless of what tortures God inflicts on 
him, Ahasuerus refuses to retaliate through self-pity, anguish, or anger. Because 
the Wandering Jew can survive God's severest punishment without falling into self-
despair, Ahasuerus is ultimately victorious. He shows humanity that God is not 
needed to survive because human intellect and reason can prevail over organized 
religion and the ills that it has created for society. Again, Shelley wants his 
readers, like the spirit Ianthe, to follow the Wandering Jew's example of defeating 
the tyranny of Christianity. Ahasuerus illustrates how a peaceful revolution could 
be attained by using the power of the human mind to recognize the dogmatic and 
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manipulative compulsions of Christianity. Once society realizes organized religion 
is a fraudulent and inept system, the ascent towards a regenerated, perfected 
world would be possible. 
Even though in Queen Mab Shelley wants to show readers how society has 
been led astray, the work is also an extremely optimistic portrayal of the future. 
Shelley believed the world could and would change as long as individuals 
renounced the power religion held over them, and if they would rely on their 
intellect to guide them. 
In Assassins, Shelley provides readers with an additional view of the idyllic 
world promised in Queen Mab. The Wandering Jew is again present, although he 
is only known as the stranger in the story. Particular traits of the stranger, 
however, identifies him as the Wandering Jew. For instance, his ability to 
withstand a deadly attack from a "monstrous snake" is a characteristic defining the 
Wandering Jew's invulnerability (3.165). Additionally, the stranger, after being 
rescued by Albedir from this giant serpent, cries, "The great tyrant is baffled, even 
in success ... Triumph to the worm whom he tramples under his feet" (3.166). 
These lines are similar to the lines spoken by the angry and tormented Wandering 
Jew that appears in The Wandering Jew and "The Wandering Jew's Soliloquy." 
But the Wandering Jew of Assassins is not angry with God like he was in 
Shelley's earlier works, nor is he the rebel battling against religious and political 
misrule as in Queen Mab. Ahasuerus says, "He that suffered me to fall, watches 
thee;--the gentle and merciful spirits of sweet human love, delight not in agony and 
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horror11 (3.166). His conversion into a spirit at peace with not only his curse to live 
forever, but also at peace with his Maker is a result of where he lives. It is a secret 
valley, a paradise described as providing its inhabitants with not only the essentials 
needed for survival, but also the elements for a perfect life: 11Nature, undisturbed, 
had become an enchantress in these solitudes: she had collected here all that was 
wonderful and divine from the armory of her omnipotence. The very winds 
breathed health and renovation, and the joyousness of youthful courage" (1.159). 
Of course, in Shelley's estimation, this utopian existence could only be 
extended to those worthy enough of such a boon (similar to the gift rewarded 
Ianthe). This place cannot be inhabited by 11the magistracy and priesthood, 11 for 
they represent 11the poison of a diseased civilization 11 ( 1 .156). Instead the race of 
people living in this valley practice 11Love, friendship, and philanthropy11 (1.157). 
What is interesting, however, considering his inflammatory remarks about their 
religion in Queen Mab, is who Shelley chooses to live in this valley: 11a little 
congregation of Christians11 whose beliefs resemble the Gnostic {1.155). In the 
fragmentary novel's opening paragraph, Shelley explains the history of this 
mistreated band of Christians; how they were persecuted and condemned 11by the 
incessant usurpations and insolence of Rome 11 (1.555), and how they were 11lnferior 
to their foe in all but the unconquerable hope of liberty11 (1.155). Shelley continues 
his admiration for the early Christians by saying: 
Acknowledging no laws but those of God, they modelled their 
conduct towards their fellow-men by the conclusions of 
Landrus 39 
their individual judgement on the practical application of 
these laws. And it was apparent from the simplicity and 
severity of their manners, that this contempt for human 
institutions had produced among them a character superior in 
singleness and sincere self-apprehension to the slavery of 
pagan customs and their gross delusions of antiquated 
superstition. {1.155) 
What separates this band of believers, however, from those Christians 
severely criticized in Queen Mab is their dependence on human reason and 
intellect to produce the group's doctrines. These Christians can assume nothing 
and believe nothing just on faith alone; rather, everything must be tested and 
proven before it can be believed. Shelley writes how: 
They esteemed the human understanding to be the paramount rule 
of human conduct; they maintained that the obscurest religious truths 
required for its complete elucidation no more than the strenuous 
application of the energies of the mind. It appeared impossible to 
them that any doctrine could be subversive of social happiness which 
is not capable of being confuted by arguments derived from the 
nature of existing things. With the devoutest submission to the law 
of Christ, they united an intrepid spirit of inquiry as to the correctest 
mode of acting in particular instances of conduct that occur among 
men. (1.255-56) 
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Even though Shelley does stipulate that these blessed Christians use logical 
reasoning to decide on the validity of a religious doctrine, the passages strongly 
suggests Shelley is reconsidering his attitudes towards Christianity. He apparently 
accepts the idea of a religion that does not persecute non-believers, does not use 
its influence for monetary gain and does not believe in doctrines opposing rational 
or scientific thought. Yet whether or not Shelley openly avowed a belief on 
Gnosticism is difficult to say, for his own letters and the biographies produced by 
his close friends mention nothing about it. Compounding the problem further is 
the fact that Assassins was a romance never finished. Started in 1814 during his 
elopement to Europe with Mary Shelley, the work was soon aborted with only four 
short chapters completed. Thus, if Shelley was attempting to redefine his opinions 
on religion, or perhaps even state his allegiance to Gnoticism in Assassins, it is not 
known; nor would it be plausible to predict such a stance considering the fragment 
was produced only one year after Queen Mab was published. In other words, it 
is doubtful that Shelley's radical thought, not to mention his unabashed criticism 
of Christianity, would change in a year. 
Still, the fragmentary work does suggest Shelley is possibly reexamining 
some of his radical convictions. More importantly, the Wandering Jew of 
Assassins has developed into a figure with characteristics like Prometheus of 
Prometheus Unbound. His conversion from a wrathful, angry rebel into a 
benevolent and forgiving prototype for human behavior illustrates not only the 
limitless possibilities this character offers Shelley, but also demonstrates Shelley's 
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evolving attitudes. Yet before Prometheus Unbound, Shelley uses the Wandering 
Jew in Alastor, a work examining the destructive power of self-centered grief and 
anguish, as well as the inability of the individual to recognize his own significance 
in the world. 
Queen Mab is a didactic poem with no mysteries about its intentions. The 
work's criticism of religion and politics is expressed clearly, and the poet's 
emphasis on the human mind to affect a meaningful change in the world is 
obvious. Alastor, on the other hand, is a seemingly obscure, vague work which 
critics have found difficult to examine. R.D. Havens, for instance, states that 
11Alastor is not a unity, does not produce a single impression, and was not the 
offspring of a single dominating purpose" (1098). Shelley's own contemporary 
reviewers also damned the poem as unintelligible and bizarre. The Eclectic Review 
called Alastor 11wild and specious, intangible and incoherent as a dream11 (392). 
Additionally, The Monthly Review found the work 11beyond comprehension," and 
entreated Shelley 11for the sake of his reviewers as well as of his other readers (if 
he has any,) to subjoin to his next publication ... a glossary, and copious notes, 
illustrative of his allusions and explanatory of his meaning 11 (433). 
The problem with Alastor, as Carlos Baker notes, 11is an apparent 
discrepancy between the poem and a sentence or two in the preface. The second 
paragraph of the poem ... implies that a curse-motif is at work in the poem; yet 
neither the first paragraph nor the poem itself will support the implication 11 (42). 
Echoing this sentiment is O.W. Campbell, who states that 11in the preface the youth 
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is condemned: in the poem he is glorified11 (188). White writes that 11no one who 
had not read the Preface would suppose that the author intended the poem as a 
criticism of him11 (Portrait 192). Lastly, Floyd Stovall simply notes that 11Shelley, in 
his preface, misinterprets his own poem11 (150). 
Yet Shelley does have a purpose in the poem, which is to demonstrate how 
destructive grief can become if it goes unchecked. Such a purpose is feasible if 
the youthful and idyllic poet is seen as a type of Wandering Jew or a figure 
roughly based on him. This development in characterization would explain why 
Shelley includes a curse in the preface, a common characteristic of the Wandering 
Jew legend. In addition, Shelley refers to the Poet's travels several times as 
11wandering, 11 and refers to him specifically as the 11wanderer. 11 Thomas Medwin also 
notes how the following lines obviously refer to the Wandering Jew character: 
O! that God, 
Profuse of poisons, would concede the chalice 
Which but one living man has drained, who now, 
Vessel of deathless wrath, a slave that feels 
No proud exemption in the blighting curse 
He bears, over the world wanders for ever, 
Lone as incarnate death! (43) 
Unlike the Wandering Jew appearing in previous works, a figure Shelley 
portrays as an innocent victim, the Wandering Jew of Alaster is a guilty figure. He 
has not sinned against God, but rather against himself. In Queen Mab, the 
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Wandering Jew faced the destruction of his home, family and identity with a 
resigned acceptance. He would not allow his grief or anger to destroy his will to 
persevere and to conqueror the injustices done to him. In Alaster, however, grief 
has consumed the Wandering Jew's life, for he still longs for the life he once had; 
reclaiming that lost life becomes his only priority. This "veiled maid" {151) comes 
to him in his dreams and visions, and 11He eagerly pursues I Beyond the realms 
of dream that fleeting shade" (205-206). 
But with this insatiable search for the unobtainable comes costly penalties 
and deadly consequences. Early on in the poem, for instance, the Wandering Jew 
watches a swan flying home to its mate (275-84). This flight reminds him of his 
own lost love and of his desire to rejoin her. This longing for what he knows he 
can never have makes him seriously consider taking his own life: 
Startled by his own thoughts, he looked around. 
There was no fair fiend near him, not a sight 
Or sound of awe but in his own deep mind. 
A restless impulse urged him to embark 
And meet lone Death on the drear ocean's waste. (296-98, 304-305) 
Like the Wandering Jew of The Wandering Jew and 11Soliloquy, 11 the Alaster 
figure begs for death to come and to ease his suffering. But the Wandering Jew's 
bold declaration to end his life is no longer seen as a noble gesture. In light of his 
heroic, yet peaceful defiance of oppression, as well as his ability to overcome the 
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grief of his tragic personal losses in Queen Mab, the Wandering Jew's desire to 
die in Alaster appears cowardly and selfish. Instead of facing the world of reality, 
with all its difficulties and hardships, the Poet would rather live in a world of 
dreams. As Carl Grabo notes, "The way of the world is harsh and self-seeking. 
The ideal world of imagination and thought is a way of escape. Shelley realized 
its allurement and its danger11 (174). Thus, Shelley wants readers to recognize how 
important overcoming personal tragedy is for the regeneration of society. A new 
world order can not be obtained if individuals are too concerned with reliving the 
past using their minds and imaginations. Instead, people should face the brutal 
reality of the present by accepting the past as unalterable and by concerning 
themselves with how to change the future. 
Chapter Three 
Hellas and Prometheus Unbound: Reconsidering the Ills of Society and the 
Fate of Humanity 
Hellas is a lyrical drama which aptly reflects Shelley's evolving views on 
society and mankind. It is a politically motivated work with a simple message: 
liberty and independence can be obtained as long as people stand united in 
opposition against their oppressor. Although all of Shelley's works can arguably 
be described as praising this ideal, Hellas is the culmination of all previous literary 
attempts which specifically focused on political issues. In 1812, for instance, after 
hearing a new democratic government was imminent in Mexico, Shelley produced 
11To the Republicans of North America11 (1819), a ballad applauding its success. 
Additionally, 110de to Liberty11 (1820), celebrates the revolution of the Spaniards 
over their oppressors, while 110de to Naples11 (1820) is Shelley's tribute to the rebel 
victors of the Neapolitan Revolution. 
Like these works, Hellas's subject matter deals with the struggle of the lower 
class to defeat their tyrant overlord; this time, it is the Greeks battle for 
independence from the Turks. Yet the poem is not simply a congratulatory salute 
to the Greeks, for at the time of the poem's publication the Greeks were still 
entrenched in a bloody campaign against the Turks. Instead, Hellas is a rallying 
call for support, a request to all lovers of liberty, freedom and independence to aid 
the outnumbered and ill equipped Greek soldiers. 
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Cameron has closely examined in his book, Shelley: The Golden Years, how 
intently Shelley followed the development of this war through The Examiner, a left-
wing periodical attempting to inspire revolutionary fervor in the hearts of England's 
upper class liberals. Cameron notes how the editors of The Examiner even 
established a fund to purchase weapons for the Greek rebels (376). The editors, 
like Shelley, knew the British government would offer no financial or military 
support, for it had 11squandered 11 England's money on 11useless colonies, on 
ridiculous feastings of neighbor despots, on the dirty runaway Noblesse of France, 
and on hosts of sinecurists at home 11 (qtd. in Cameron, Golden, 230). 
Because the Greek revolutionaries were to be left in isolation by those 
powers capable of helping their cause, Shelley felt a sense of urgency to complete 
and publish Hellas. On November 1 , 1821 , Shelley sent a copy of the work to 
Charles Oiiier, writing, 11What little interest this poem may ever excite, depends 
upon its immediate publication; I entreat you therefore to have the goodness to 
send the Ms. instantly to a printer, & the moment you get a proof, dispatch it to 
me by the post" (Works 7: 365). By January 11, however, Shelley had not 
received his proofs; he wrote back, 111 had exceedingly desired the immediate 
publication of 'Hellas' from public no less than private reasons 11 (Works 7: 367). 
Thus, like many of his radical contemporaries, most notably his close friend 
Lord Byron, Shelley was angered by England's apathetic approach to the conflict 
and the government's lack of involvement in the solution. Hellas is a sincere 
attempt by Shelley to create sympathy for the rebels in the eyes of the general 
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public, and one the poet was confident could aid the Greeks' cause for liberation. 
In Hallas, then, as Cameron observes, Shelley has a very focused agenda (Golden 
381). One, he wants to rally support for the Greeks by depicting the fall of the 
Turkish regime and the rise of the democratic Greeks. Two, Shelley wants to 
condemn those nations unwilling to help the Greeks in their struggle for 
independence, for the policy of nonintervention by the world's major powers had 
seriously jeopardized the rebels' chances for victory. Even when the Greeks could 
win certain battles, without monetary funding and military support, the war would 
ultimately be lost. Shelley writes: 
Victory! victory! Austria, Russia, England, 
And that tame serpent, that poor shadow, France, 
Cry peace, and that means death when monarchs speak. 
The Greeks 
Are as a brood of lions in the net 
Round which the kingly hunters of the earth 
Stand smiling. Anarchs, ye whose daily food 
Are curses, groans, and gold, the fruit of death 
From Thule to the girdle of the world, 
Come, feast! {966-69, 931-37). 
But although Shelley uses Hallas as an opportunity to criticize nations for 
not intervening on the behalf of the Greeks, the work's primary focus is to depict 
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the demise of Turkey's tyrant, Mahmud. To accomplish this task, Shelley once 
again incorporates Ahasuerus; he is the most important figure in the drama 
because it is ultimately his words that destroy Mahmud's will to continue fighting 
the rebels. Without the Wandering Jew's intervention, the Greeks' struggle for 
liberty could feasibly be thwarted. 
Hellas opens with Mahmud, his sleep disturbed by women singing of his 
demise and the regeneration of the society, awakening troubled and concerned. 
Mahmud's confidant, Hassan, suggests to the King he speak with Ahasuerus, a 
well-known Jewish soothsayer, to help put the sultan's mind at ease. Mahmud, 
however, remains worried, saying, 11Kings are like stars--they rise and set, they 
have I The worship of the world, but no repose 11 (195-96). Again Hassan tries to 
cheer his dejected leader by reminding him how the only powers able to stop him 
remain inactive and disinterested. Hassan says, 11Austria loves thee as the Grave 
I Loves Pestilence, and her slow dogs of war I Flesh'd with the chase, come up 
from Italy, I And howl upon their limits11 (312-15). 
Refusing to be comforted, Mahmud finally decides to meet with Ahasuerus. 
Though dispairing over his kingdom's possible demise, Mahmud clings to the 
hope his rule and power will be maintained. It is the Wandering Jew's 
responsibility to push the tyrant over the edge; to make him realize that his system 
of rule is outdated and no longer acceptable to the citizens he has for years 
persecuted. Mahmud, 11cradled in fear and hope11 (753), asks the Wandering Jew 
to tell him the fate of his empire and the future of 11the unborn hour11 (752). Yet 
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Ahasuerus refuses to tell the king what he desperately wants to know, instead 
telling the sultan that the trappings of the material world are meaningless, and that 
the only thing of value is man's intellect and free will. He tells the tyrant how 
"Thought I Alone, and its quick elements, Will, Passion, I Reason, Imagination, 
cannot die" (795-97). The Wandering Jew does, however, allow Mahmud to 
discover his fate, but only through the words of the King's ancestor, Mahomet. 
Ahasuerus summons the spirit of Mahomet, who tells the sultan, "Islam must fall, 
but we will reign together I Over its ruin in the world of death" (887-88). 
The phantom of Mahomet disappears, leaving Mahmud "Vexed by the wise 
talk of the old Jew" (919), and desperately clinging to his "gloomy crag of time" 
(926). The Wandering Jew's mission is complete, for he has successfully broken 
the will of an evil tyrant by showing to him the inevitability of his kingdom's 
destruction and the unimportance of all his past endeavors. Ahasuerus paves the 
way for the triumphant Greeks, whose mental fortitude and physical sacrifice will 
rejuvenate an ailing civilization and create a new republican system. 
The Wandering Jew in Hallas, therefore, can be seen as the instrument 
which finally destroys Mahmud's will to fight the rebel Greeks. Yet Shelley's 
portrayal of Ahasuerus in Hallas is different from all other previous works. Shelley 
depicts the Wandering Jew as a wise and patient old man, one who: 
by dreadful abstinence 
And conquering penance of the mutinous flesh, 
Deep contemplation, and unwearied study, 
In years outstrech'd beyond the date of man, 
... [has] attained to sovereignty and science 
Over those strong and secret things and thoughts 
Which others fear and know not. (155-61 ). 
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Additionally, Shelley does not even include in Hellas the Wandering Jew's 
crime or his punishment. Instead, he has Hassan merely hypothesize about the 
figure's true identity, speculating that he might be 11he whom the great prophet I 
Jesus, the son of Joseph, for his mockery, I Mocked with the curse of immortality11 
(149-51). The Wandering Jew's mortality is also no longer viewed as a curse, but 
rather a gift; because Ahasuerus 11has survived / Cycles of generation and of ruin 11 
(153-54), he has gained superior knowledge and the gift of seeing 11The present, 
and the past, and the to-come11 (148). Such a drastic change in his character 
strongly suggests Shelley himself was changing. The portrayal of the Wandering 
Jew in Hellas suggests a change in Shelley from an aggressive, vehement radical 
to a peaceful philosopher like Jesus and Gandhi. 
That Shelley's views appear to be changing is evident in his treatment of 
Christianity and God. In fact, it can be argued that in Hellas Shelley adopts some 
of Christ's doctrines. In the Preface, for example, Shelley writes how 11the Turkish 
tyrant" is the enemy 11of domestic happiness, of Christianity and civilization 11 (9 
emphasis added). In the notes to the work, the poet also speaks of 11The sublime 
human character of Jesus Christ, 11 and describes him as a figure who was the 
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11most just, wise, and benevolent of men 11 (57). In the work itself, Shelley calls 
Christ: 
A Power from the unknown God, 
A Promethean conqueror, came; 
Like a triumphal path he trod 
The thorns of death and shame. 
A mortal shape to him 
Was like the vapour dim 
Which the orient planet animates with light. (211-17} 
Not only was Shelley reevaluating Christianity, but he also begins 
contemplating the existence of an afterlife. Previously, Shelley believed the only 
basis for belief resides in the realm of worldly sensations, which is the foundation 
for human reason and intellect. Shelley's acceptance of an afterlife disregards 
Godwin's philosophy which states that sensation is the only basis for reason, a 
doctrine he yielded to as a juvenile. Instead, Shelley believes that once an 
individual dies, his consciousness becomes part of the Universe. But Shelley 
places stipulations on his concept of an afterlife; namely, he did not believe in a 
personal immortality, or an immortality where in a person's 
soul will continue to exist after death ... in a state in which it will be 
conscious of its own identity, will remember its former existence on 
earth, and will think and feel in essentially the same manner as 
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before, except that what was previously unpleasant in thought and 
feeling will be miraculously absent. (Barnard 196) 
Additionally, by 1821, Shelley embraces some type of God, an entity he 
describes as the Spirit of Good. Yet his God is quite unlike the God depicted in 
Queen Mab, who is hateful, vengeful and corrupt. Rather, as Barnard notes, 
11Shelley's Deity is altogether benevolent, it has nothing of the sternness which is 
traditionally attributed to . . . God11 (85). In other words, though Shelley now 
believes in a God, it is definitely not the God of the Old Testament. However, the 
dilemma remains how to explain Shelley's pro-Christian contentions. Barnard 
argues that Shelley 11had come to be [so] dominated by his reverence for Christ" 
that 11he forgets himself so far as actually to speak of Christianity as something 
good 11 (87). Cameron believes Shelley sets up Christianity in a favorable light 11in 
the hope of rallying Christian sentiment against a Mohammedan power11(Genesis 
385). 
Unfortunately, these explanations fail to provide an appropriate 
interpretation. Shelley appears to be on the verge of accepting Christ and his 
doctrines because he no longer considers Christianity a threat to the regeneration 
of society. Granted, Shelley truly does view Christ as a wise and benevolent man, 
a figure whose teachings were misunderstood and corrupted by Church officials: 
Shelley writes, 11Hell, Sin, and Slavery came, I Like bloodhounds mild and tame, I 
Nor preyed until their Lord [Christ] had taken flight11 (218-20). Yet in previous 
works, most notably Queen Mab, Shelley condemns Christianity as the force that 
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must be overcome if men are to begin their journey towards perfectibility. In 
Hallas, however, organized religion is no longer the foe--political tyrants are. The 
American, Mexican and Spanish revolutions confirmed Shelley's belief that the first 
step towards a new world order was complete, which was the recognition that 
organized religion was a fraudulent, inept and corrupt system. The next step was 
logically the overthrow of political despots. In Shelley's mind, it was his 
responsibility to lead society through this second stage. 
Hallas reflects the poet at his most hopeful point regarding the regeneration 
of the world. Shelley, like his portrayal of the Wandering Jew, is confident his role 
as poet would play an important part in the downfall of oppressive political 
machines and the subsequent rise of democratic republics. Like Paine's 
contributions to the American Revolution, Shelley's Hallas is a work written to stir 
up sympathy for the patriotic rebels fighting for freedom and the condemnation of 
those nations unwilling to help. In Prometheus Unbound, however, Shelley's 
attitudes are quite different. Evil can no longer hastily be named, and, thus, 
quickly conquered. Furthermore, though Shelley is confident mankind is still 
perfectible, the likelihood of a meaningful improvement is slim. Once again, 
Shelley's evolving views are incarnate in the Wandering Jew, a figure now called 
Prometheus. 
As in certain previous works, the Wandering Jew is not named in 
Prometheus Unbound; rather, Prometheus, like the youthful Poet of Alastor and the 
wanderer of Assassins, exhibits Ahasuerus-like qualities. Critics too recognize how 
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the Wandering Jew is evident in Shelley's portrayal of Prometheus. Reiger notes, 
for instance, how Shelley's Ahasuerus, a figure traditionally known for his suffering 
and torment, changes into Prometheus, the Greek libertarian for mankind (76). 
Similarly, White states how the Wandering Jew of Queen Mab, a figure who 
11fiercely symbolizes the victim of Christianity, 11 is also 11a clear prototype of the 
Shelleyan Prometheus11 (Shelley I, 293). Lastly, Milton Wilson argues how 
Ahasuerus, 11that favorite of Shelley's youth,1 1 is present in Prometheus's 
lamentations for death {99). 
Like the Wandering Jew of earlier works, Prometheus anguishes over his 
curse to live forever, as well as envisioning the comfort death would bring. The 
god cries, 11Heaven's ever-changing shadow, spread below, I Have its deaf waves 
not heard my agony? I Ah me! alas, pain, pain ever, for ever! 11 (1.28-30). 
Furthermore, Prometheus, like the Wandering Jew of Schubart's 11Der ewige Jude, 11 
is tortured by the relentless and unforgiving elements of nature, for 11The crawling 
glaciers pierce me with the spears I Of their moon-freezing crystals; the bright 
chains I Eat with their burning cold into my bones 11 (1.31-33). Both the Wandering 
Jew and Prometheus are also victims of a merciless and cruel Ruler, one who 
takes pleasure in their sorrow and pain. Prometheus speaks of 11The Curse11 
echoing off the waterfalls, which seem to amplify 11the thunder of that spell 11 (1.59-
61). Like the Ahasuerus of Queen Mab, Prometheus is a rebel whose peaceful 
and benevolent nature is in direct opposition to the tyranny of the Ruler. 
Prometheus too is eventually triumphant over his oppressor, Jupiter, because he 
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uses free will to make intellectually sound decisions. In this regard, then, Shelley's 
portrayal of Prometheus is similar to the depiction of the guiltless and triumphant 
Wandering Jew of Queen Mab. 
More importantly, like the Wandering Jew of Queen Mab, Prometheus is the 
benefactor of humankind. Prometheus took pity on humanity and provided it with 
beauty and love and culture. Asia, one of the Ocean goddesses who comes to 
comfort Prometheus, chronicles the god's gifts; she recalls how Prometheus gave 
humanity: 
Iron and gold, the slaves and signs of power, 
And gems ... and all subtlest forms 
Hidden beneath the mountains and the waves. 
He gave man speech, and speech created thought, 
Which is the measure of the universe; 
And science struck the thrones of earth and heaven, 
And music lifted up the listening spirit 
Until it walked, exempt from mortal care, 
Godlike, o'er the clear billows of sweet sound. (II, iv, 69-74, 77-79) 
It is for these gifts that Prometheus bestowed upon humanity, that he is punished 
to 11hang /Withering in destined pain11 (II, iv, 99-100). 
Prometheus confidently gives these priceless gifts to people so they can 
withstand 11Evil; the immedicable plague,11 which takes the form of religious and 
Landrus 56 
political tyranny. For Shelley's hero, like the poet himself, believes despotism can 
be overcome if man has the knowledge to recognize the fallacy of corrupt 
institutions and the means to change them. Prometheus's gift, then, is the first 
stage in the regeneration of society. Unfortunately, despite Prometheus's attempt 
to awaken in people the desire and the means to be free, people remained 
chained to the old systems. In fact, Prometheus's plan appears to have back-
fired, for man has now 11kindled within him a thirst which out ran I Those perishing 
waters; a thirst of fierce fever, I Hope, love, doubt, desire, which consume him 
forever" (1.543-45). Furthermore, even though men now have knowledge, the 
component necessary to combat tyranny, "Despair [still] smothers I The struggling 
world, which slaves and tyrants win" (1.576-77). In other words, the Titan's gifts 
to humanity of love, beauty, culture and knowledge, which Prometheus believed 
would be used to liberate humankind, are instead being used to continue the cycle 
of oppression and corruption. 
The fact that mankind continues to inflict pain, misery and suffering on 
others evil even though the means to destroy it are readily available strongly 
suggests Shelley is reexamining key convictions he deemed unalterable in 
previous works. One, Shelley appears to be doubtful that a meaningful and 
significant change will occur in society in the near future. Two--and a contention 
many critics strongly debate with--Shelley's attitude towards evil is changing. 
Many critics argue, for instance, that Shelley's concept of evil is shallow and 
limited; that religion and government are the epitome of evil, and that the poet 
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looks no farther than these two institutions to find blame. Bagehot states that 
Shelley believes evil is easily remedied, and that the poet mistakenly 11floats away 
into an imaginary Elysium or an unexpected Utopia; beautiful and excellent, of 
course, but having nothing in common with the absolute laws of the present world11 
(I, 83}. H.N. Brailford also condemns Shelley for viewing evil as 11something 
factitious and unessential 11 {240}, while Arthur Glutton-Brock thinks that 11Shelley had 
no knowledge either of the nature of evil, or of the means by which evil can be 
abolished11 (183). Lastly, Peck criticizes Shelley because 11Whatever evil there was 
in the world, he believed, grew out of the blight of government and church and 
law. He could not perceive that these organisms of society, with all of their good 
and evil, were but reflections of the mixed warp and woof that are the hearts and 
minds of the persons who create these institutions11 {507). 
Such criticism leveled at Shelley, although unnecessarily harsh, does 
adequately apply to most of his previous works. Queen Mab, for example, depicts 
Shelley's conviction that evil (religion and government) could be easily named and 
therefore easily conquered. Yet Prometheus Unbound indicates a dramatic shift 
in Shelley's thought on the subject. Unlike his 11revolution 11 poems--Hellas, 11To the 
Republicans of North America, 11 110de to Liberty, 11 and 'Ode to Naples11--which not 
only predict evil's destruction to be inevitable, but also how it will soon come to 
pass, Shelley's Prometheus Unbound realizes change towards a better society is 
a difficult and arduous journey. Melvin M. Rader observes, for instance, how even 
after mankind has obtained all it needs to know for the regeneration of society 
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(105), humanity still faces 11chance, and death, and mutability11 (3.3.201), nor is 
humanity 11free from guilt or pain 11 (3.3.198). In addition, although "Labour, and 
pain, and grief11 (4.404) can become "tame beasts" (4.405), they merely have been 
controlled, not destroyed. 
Thus, in Prometheus Unbound Shelley realizes that a perfected social order 
and a perfected personal morality are difficult, if not impossible to obtain. As 
Barnard summarizes, Shelley's "final position seems to be that to frame any 
conception of the meaning or the purpose of life which will satisfy men's most 
persistent desires and justify their deepest intuitions is simply beyond the powers 
of the human mind 11 (166). This awareness of the difficulty in achieving social and 
political liberation is a significant change for a poet who once was certain that the 
ills of society had viable solutions, and that these solutions were easily 
implemented once religious and political misrule was abolished. 
Shelley was not dejected, however, by these conclusions, for he never 
ceased to speculate about mankind's condition or how society could be improved. 
Shelley did not lose faith in the possibility of a better world; in fact, he still believed 
that a better existence for mankind awaited. The difference, however, is Shelley 
no longer states what must be changed in order to bring about a meaningful, 
albeit gradual, world transformation. Instead, every person must use his intellect 
and free will to make rational, conscious choices, choices that will eventually have 
a positive impact on society. The world's salvation depends on each individual 
recognizing his role in this transformation. Thus, altering the forms of society like 
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religion and government can only do so much towards reforming humanity. Once 
people recognize they have a responsibility to help make that change, and only 
then, can citizens everywhere live in a world that promotes love, equality and 
freedom. 
Shelley replaces his typically vicious critique of religion and government with 
a traditional lesson of benevolence and forgiveness. After Jupiter punishes 
Prometheus for giving mankind knowledge, Prometheus retaliates with his own 
curse, one that makes even Jupiter tremble and pale. The Titan cries defiantly, 111 
curse thee! let a suffer's curse I Clasp thee" (1.286-87). But once the god hears 
his own curse spoken again, he realizes that it was spoken in haste, void of 
reason and thought. 
Moreover, Prometheus realizes that he has become as spiteful and 
merciless as the oppressor he detests. Prometheus recants, adding that 11words 
are quick and vain; I Grief for awhile is blind, and so was mine. I I wish no living 
thing to suffer pain" (1.303-305). Thus, despite Jupiter's curse to remain chained 
to a rock forever, exposed to the elements and wild beasts, the Titan is able to 
forgive his tormentor. The emphasis Shelley places on forgiveness in this scene 
is also reminiscent of Christ's own words, who says, 11Love your enemies, bless 
them that curse you, do good to them that hate you, and pray for them which 
despitefully use you, and persecute you" (Matthew 5.44). 
Prometheus's ultimate release from his imprisonment, however, relies on his 
ability to choose consciously to no longer be bound by grief and anguish over the 
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plight of humanity. The various Furies come to test the god's mental strength and 
courage, by torturing him with the terrors pervading mankind even after his help. 
They tell Prometheus how "cities sink howling in ruin, and ye I Who with wingless 
footsteps trample the Sun, I And close upon Shipwreck and Famine's track" 
(1.499-501). Yet the Titan does not falter, and the tormenting Furies vanish when 
he says, "These words are like a cloud of winged snakes I And yet, I pity those 
they torture not" (1.632-33). Prometheus's indifference is his salvation. It is at this 
point where the god realizes he can do no more. If the world is to be reformed, 
it must be done through the choices made by people, not a deity. Regardless of 
his desire to assist humanity, Prometheus must be satisfied with the help he has 
already provided. 
Prometheus/Wandering Jew will always be remembered as the benefactor 
of man, yet he is no longer the prototype for humanity's rebirth as in Queen Mab--
that is now a responsibility each and every individual must bear. Like his hero, 
Shelley hopes society achieves this regeneration, a regeneration he believes is still 
possible; yet his involvement in its undertaking can no longer be categorized as 
radical participant, but rather interested commentator. Shelley realizes that each 
person's reason, intellect and free will must ultimately decide the fate of humanity, 
and that the role of the poet is now to help individuals discover this truth. 
Landrus 61 
Conclusion 
The impact the Wandering Jew had on Shelley's literary career is well 
documented. Statements like, 11Ahasuerus remained a constant throughout 
Shelley's life11 can be discovered in most biographies on the poet's life and critical 
studies on the poet's work. Unfortunately, these studies usually do not provide an 
adequate analysis of the subject by simply allowing such statements to suffice for 
the entire topic. Yet it is a mistake to relegate the Wandering Jew's role to that of 
a mere prop, especially when attempting to define and understand Shelley's views 
on religion, government and society. Simply the volume of works including the 
biblical figure strongly indicates he must not only be involved in a discussion about 
Shelley's attitudes, but the primary figure. 
Thus, in any study tracking Shelley's transforming views, it becomes clear 
that talking about Shelley's views requires talking about the Wandering Jew. In 
Shelley's earliest literary attempts, for instance, the Wandering Jew is not only the 
focal point of the endeavors, but also a reflection of the poet's own crisis with 
orthodox religion. Likewise, in later works, specifically Queen Mab, Ahasuerus's 
rebellion against an oppressive and merciless God mirrors Shelley's conviction that 
he was a martyr fighting for mankind's liberation from unjust religious and political 
systems. In Shelley's final works including the Wandering Jew, the figure once 
again indicates a change in the poet's thought. No longer angry or bitter towards 
institutions he previously deemed as the origins of humanity's suffering, Shelley 
instead promotes Christ's ideals of self-sacrifice, forgiveness and benevolence. 
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Recognizing that a clear connection does exist between Shelley's 
transforming views and his treatment of the Wandering Jew is a paramount 
addition to Shelleyan scholarship. Lingering confusion over Shelley's purpose in 
these works is dispelled, and his personal attitudes for religion, government and 
humanity are clarified. Most importantly, such a connection allows readers an 
avenue to better comprehend how Shelley's convictions were always changing. 
The Wandering Jew, then, is the essential component, the gauge for assessing 
and explaining Shelley's changing beliefs. 
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